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JAMES IPS
REFLECTIONS ON KINGSHIP
"For my Son, the Prince of Wales"
Edward Corp

uring the last ten years of his life, while he was in
exile at Saint-Germain-en-Laye in France,' James II
occupied part of his time assembling his reflections
on kingship. Prematurely aged by the shock of William of Orange's
usurpation in 1688-89 and by the humiliation of defeat at the Boyne in
1690, James II realized that he was likely to die while his son James,
Prince of Wales (born in 1688), was still only a minor. His reflections
were thus intended to be his legacy to guide the future King James III,
when he eventually came of age. However, they also give us the
opportunity today, three hundred years after his death in 1701, to
reexamine some of the opinions of this much maligned and misunder
stood king.
In putting his reflections on paper, James II was following the
example already set by Louis XIV,^ and it is possible that he was

' For the last years of James II's life, see Edward Corp and Jacqueline Sanson (eds), La Courdts
Stuarts a Saint-Germain-en-Lsge aux temps de houis XIV (Paris, 1992).
' Louis XIV's "memoires pour I'instruction du Dauphin" contain the King's detailed reflections
on various aspects of government, presented in a chronicle covering five of the years between
1661 and 1668. Later, he added several other "reflections," notably in 1679. Apart from these
documents, all intended for his heir apparent, Louis XIV dictated his detailed "Instructions" of
November 1700 when one of his grandsons became King Philip V of Spain. These documents
are all assembled in Michel Deon, Lams XIVparlsd-mme (Paris, 1983), to which should be added
the letter that Louis XIV sent to James III in March 1708, published in Corp and Sanson, Cour
des Stuarts, 84.
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influenced by his cousin. Nevertheless, James's reflections also
developed out of the memoirs that he had started many years before,
and which he had kept throughout most of his adult Ufe. He had not
at first attached any particular pedagogic importance to his memoirs,
and seems to have written them purely for his own interest and
satisfaction.^ It was not until the 1690s that he decided that their
primary purpose should be the education of his son.
James IPs desire to leave written reflections for his son originated
in the spring of 1692, when he was preparing to invade England with
the support of the French navy. The Prince of Wales was then only
three and a half years old, and the king was conscious that he himself
might be killed during the invasion. In case he should never see his son
again,James II wrote a quarto volume, containing fifty-four manuscript
pages, with the title "For my Son, the Prince of Wales." This book was
full of advice and considered how England, Scotland, and Ireland
should be governed.^
The attempt to invade England was defeated at the Battle of La
Hogue, after which James II returned to Saint-Germain-en-Laye. The
King then put this book aside, to be eventually used by his son. But
during the remaining years of his life, he added to it several other
documents. These included some spiritual meditations entitled "Papers
of Devotion,"® some detailed advice in his last will and its codicil,® and
certain specific instructions that he gave his son on his deathbed, and
which were carefully written down by the prince's governor.^
Shortly before he died, James II also instructed two of his
secretaries to revise and correct his memoirs, and to add to them his
private correspondence, in order to produce a single and uniform
' For details of James II's memoirs, see Edward Corp, "An Inventory of the Archives of the
Stuart Court at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 1689-1718,"..4nafe'wr XXIII 99 (1998): 127.
* The original volume has not survived, but a copy in 138 octavo pages is in the royal Library at
Windsor Castle. It was published in James S. Clarke (ed). The Life ofJamis 11,2 vohmes (London,
1816), 2:619—42. See Corp, "Inventory," 129; Corp and Sanson, Cour des Stuarts,
' Godfrey Davies, ed.. The Peters of Devotion of James II (London, 1925); Corp, "Inventory," 130;
Corp and Sanson, Cour des Stuarts, 136.
' Windsor Casde, Royal Archives, Add. Stuart MSS 1/45 and 46; Corp, "Inventory," 133; Corp
aDASomon, Q>ur des Stuarts, \AA-Ah.
'The Duke of Perth (the Prince's Governor) wrote a detailed account ofjames II's deadi in two
long letters to the Abbe de laTrappe, dated September 11 and October 9,1701, published in the
Pevue de ITIistoirt de VersmlUs XXIX (1927), 215-25. A much briefer account was published in
London in 1701,enrided, The Last Dying Words of the Late Kingjames to his Son and Daughter, and the
French King, reprinted in 1704 as King James the Second His Last Expressions and Dying Words.

Reflections on Kingship

203

account of all his life, a sort of official biography. This work, started in
1699, was not finished until after the death of the king, but James read
and approved everything that the two secretaries wrote covering the
years from his birth to 1677, and the rest of this "Life ofJames 11" was
written in the same style and also based on his original memoirs, his
journal and his correspondence.® Because James IFs memoirs, journal
and correspondence were all destroyed during the French Revolution,
the "Life" is actually our only record of what they contained.
These documents of James II (his advice, his meditations, his will,
his last words, and his "Life") together give us his reflections on
kingship. The interest of the documents, as with those of Louis XIV,
lies in the fact that they were intended to be private and personal, the
intimate advice from a father to his son. They give us a much better
understanding of James II's personal and political opinions than can be
gained from any other source, and contrast markedly with the unfavor
able impression derived from the Whig tradition of British history.
Historians have not lacked information about the political aims of
James II in exile. There are two weU-known published Declarations,
dated April 1692 and April 1693, which explain the public policy of
James II, before and after his attempted invasion of 1692. The interest
of James II's reflections is that they give us the private or secret aims
of James II, with which his public statements can be compared. The
litde book, "For my Son, die Prince of Wales," was written in the
spring of 1692, at exacdy the same moment as the first of the two
Declarations. We are therefore able to verify from the private book the
sincerity of the assurances given to the English people and published
in the Declarations.
At the beginning of the reflections, in order to explain his aim of
instructing the Prince of Wales,James II referred to the doctrine of the
divine right of hereditary succession;
Kings beingaccountable for none of their actions but to God
and themselves, ought to be more cautious and circumspect,
than those who are in lower stations, and as tis the duty of
Subjects to pay true allegiance to him, and to observe his
' For a description of the tvra extant copies of "The Life of James II," see Corp, "Inventory,"
128-29. The Text was published in Clarke, Life, vols. 1—2,1-616.See also Corp andSanson, Cour
des Stuarts, 141-43.
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Laws, so a King is bound by his office to have a fatherly love
and care of them; of which number you being the first, I look
on myself as obliged to give you these following Advices,
which I am more enduced to do, considering your age, my
own, and the present posture of my affairs.®

James then continued with his most important advice, which lay behind
all that he had to say:
In the first place serve God in all things as becomes a good
Christian and 2ealous Catholick of the Church of Rome,
which is the only true Cathholick and Apostolick Church,
and let no human consideration of any kind prevaile with you
to depart from her; remember always that Kings, Princes and
all the great ones of the world, must one day give an account
of all their actions before the great tribunal."'
This advice was repeated in James IPs will" and is to be found in the
account of his last illness and death. Before he died, he insisted to his
son that it was better to remain a Catholic in exile than to regain the
throne of England at the price of losing his soul. According to the
same account, "the King, with the little strength which he still had,
embraced his son,.. .saying to him: 'Never separate yourself from the
Catholic religion. No sacrifice is too great when it is made for God.'"'^
Most of the notebook of 1692 is concerned with more worldly
advice. James II considered the causes of the Glorious Revolution and
of his exile in France, and denied that they were the result of his
religious policies. In his opinion they were a punishment from God for

' Clarke, Life, 2:619.
Clarke, Life, 2:619.
" See note 6 above: "Let him allways bearin mind these words of Our Saviour: what will it availe
a man to gain the whole world and lose his own soul? Upon my decease he will have an
undoubted Right to the Crown of England. But should he be kept from it by his Religjon, if Our
Saviotir's words be true, he will be a gainer by that loss."
" See note 7, Perth to Abbe de la Trappe, September 11,1701 (my translation). The account in
the Life ofJames II is: "the King... speaUng with a force and vehemence... conjured him to adhere
fitmely to the Catholic faith, let what will be ye consequences of it, and be faithful to the service
of God" (Qarke, ed., 2:593). According to the account published in London in 1701,James II
urged his son to "serve him (God) vdth all your Power and Strength, and never put the Crown
of England in competition with your Eternal Salvation."
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the immoral life he had led, particularly after his conversion to
Catholicism. He therefore advised his son against "the sins of the
flesh."" "Do notwonder if I enlarge so much on this Subject," he said,
"having found by sad experience all what I have sayd on it to be true.""
In his notebook of 1692, and later in his "Papers of Devotion,
James II thanked God for "letting me be driven out of my three
Kingdoms," but for which "I should not have been awaked out of the
leathergy and insensibility I was in."" He emphasized this point by
giving an account of what the daily life of a good Christian king should
be, a mixture of work and spiritual meditation, with some physical
exercise."
. In his Declaration of April 1692, James II explained his intentions
regarding the Anglican Church. "We hereby...declare and promis, that
we will protect and maintain the Church of England as it is now by law
establish'd, in all their rights, priviledges and possessions.""According
to the Whigs he was not sincere. But in the notebook of the same date,
he explains to his son:
No King can be happy without his Subjects be at ease, and
the people cannot be secure of enjoying their own without
the King be at his ease also, and-in a condition to protect
them and secure his own right; therfore preserve your
prerogative, but disturbe not the Subjects in their property,
nor conscience, remember the great precept. Do as you
would be done to, for that is the law and the Prophets. "
In this passage he made clear his profound belief in religious toleration.
He returned to the point in his will: "We as a father advise and require
him never to molest his subjects in the enjoyment of their Religion,
Rights, Libertys, and Propertys.""
Conscious that his use of the dispensing and suspending powers
to achieve toleration had offended so many Anglicans, James II also
"aaike,L//«, 2:625.
» Clarke, Ufe, 2:629.
" Clarke, Life, 2:631; Corp and Sanson, Cour dts Stuarts, 131.
" Davies, Pi^sers, 79-80; Corp and Sanson, Courdes Stuarts, 131-32.
"The Declaration was included in Qarke,Ufe, 2:479-88. This citation is from 487.
" Qarke, Ufe, 2:620-21.
" See note 6 above.
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said in the Declaration that "we are resolved most earnestly to
recommend to our Parliament the settling of libertie of Conscience in
so beneficial a manner that it may remain a lasting blessing to the
Kingdom."^" He thus hoped to obtain a Toleration or Indulgence Act
from parliament, and confirmed this by urging his son to "endeavour
to settle Liberty of Conscience bj a LJUW."^^ He did not, however, make
any promise in the Declaration to respect the laws passed in England
since the Glorious Revolution, and explained this point in his note
book: "If it please God to restore me, (which I trust in his goodness he
will do) I may then hope to setde all things so as may make it easier for
you to governe all my Dominions with safty to the Monarchy, and the
satisfaction of all the subjects." ^
Despite this advice, James II published in April 1693 his second
Declaration, which was very much more conciliatory. He repeated his
assurance regarding the Anglican Church. He also repeated his desire
to introduce toleration by law. But he no longer insisted on his
prerogative. He even renounced his suspending power, promising to
"ratify and confirm all such Laws made under the present usurpation
as shall be tender'd to us by...Parliament.This concession amounted
to an acceptance of the Bill of Rights of 1689 which, it must be
remembered, had also insisted on the Protestant succession to the
throne of England.
In order to explain this contradiction, we must consult the "Life
of James II," which contains (according to the King himself) "secret
advices... of great concern."^'* The "Life" explains to us that James II
was afraid of appearing "an opiniatre bigot, who prefer'd some points
of his prerogative.. .before the peace and quiet of all Christendom."^
He felt that it had become necessary for him to make every concession
which would not run direcdy counter to his dignity and conscience, so
that no one could reproach him for having prevented his own
restoration. In a letter to the Abbe de la Trappe, cited in the memoirs,
James II "own'd there was too much precipitation in printing" the 1693

^ Clarke, Ufe, 2:487.
" Clarke, Life, 2:621. (My emphasis).
" Clarke, Lr/r, 2:620-21.
" The Declaration was included in Clarke, Life, 2:502-05. This citation is from 504.
National Library of Scotland MS. 14266, the journal of David Naime, March 29,1701.
« Clarke,Ufe, 2:505-06.
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Declaration, and said "that he hoped by keeping as neer as his
conscience would permit to the terms and letter of what was required"
he would oblige other people not to take unfair advantage of what he
had promised."^^ This letter makes it clear that the king had published
the Declaration with reluctance, but that he intended to honor it, and
that his sincerity was not in doubt. James continued to hope for
religious toleration, but would not impose it on his people.
In addition to these important reflections, the notebook of 1692
contains many other pieces of advice for the Prince of Wales on how
to govern the three kingdoms. On the subject of England, James II
said: "make it one of your businesses to know the true Constitution of
the Government, that you may keep yourself as well as the Parliament
within its true bounds."^^ In a passage which might almost have been
written by Louis XIV, James II advised his son:
Be very carefiill in the choice of your cheef Ministers, tis of
the last concern to you, it being impossible for a Prince to do
all himself, they must not only be Men of good sense, and
sound judgment, but of great probity and well founded as to
Christianity, and that it appear to be their way of living.
I...never knew but one of the late King my Brother's
Ministers, namly the Ld Clifford, that served him through
out faithfully, and without reproche; let them see you have
intire trust and confidence in them, but let them not impose
upon you, the favors and graces you do, let those upon
whom you bestow them, be sensible they owe them wholy to
yourself, and not to others, or their owne importunity; Let
your eares be open to such as you know to be good men, that
you may be truly inform'd of all truths, which others might
not be willing you should be informed of.^
Finally, James II gave his son some very detailed advice on how to
choose the officials in the Royal Household and aU the people attached
to it, including the secretaries of state and the commissioners of the
treasury. "Whoever is a good Christian," he said, "must be a good
" Clarke, Life, 2:510, letter of December 1693.
" Clarke, Ufe, 2:634.
^ Clarke,Ufe, 2:638.

208

1650-1850

moral man, but the same consequence dos not allways follow moral
ity."^' He also insisted that he should employ Catholics and Dissenters
as well as Anglicans;
Commissioners of the Treasury five, three Church of Eng
land one Catholick and one dissenter.
No Admiral nor Commissionary of the Admiralty.
Cabinet CounceU—two Secretarys of State, Secretary of War,
of Admiralty, first Commissioner of Treasury, and two
others. Secretarys of State, one of them Catholick the
other Protestant. Secretary War Catholick, Secretary of
the Navy Protestant.
Lord Lieutenants to have salarys, good Dep: Lieutenants.
Army, Household, Bed Chamber most CathoUcks.
Embassadors and no Envoyes CathoUcks and Protestants.
As many CathoUcks as can be in the Army some Ch. of
England and Dissenters.^"
The last point was of major importance; "Be never without a consider
able body of CathoUck troops without which you cannot be safe, then
people wiU thanke you for Liberty of Conscience. Be not persuaded by
any to depart from that."^'
This advice impUed not only a law in favor of Uberty of con
science, but also the repeal of the Test Act of 1673, something which
would obviously have been very difdcult to achieve after the Declara
tion of 1693. But James 11 never lost hope that he might be able to do
so. In his wiU, he specified that the Council of Regency should be
composed of both AngUcans and CathoUcs. In addition he emphasized
that his son should employ people "without distinction of Religion."'^
It was therefore a difficult if not impossible task that James II gave
to the Prince of Wales; remain CathoUc, introduce reUgious toleration,
and employ people "without distinction of ReUgion." But also;
renounce both the suspending and the dispensing powers.
Just before his death in September 1701, James II saw his son for
" Clarke, Lifi, 2:639.
" Clarke, Life, 2:641-42.
Clarke, Lji, 2:621.
See note 6 above.
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the last time. "My son," he said, "I only have four things to say to you,
in giving you my blessing....Be a good Catholic; fear God; obey the
Queen your mother; and, after God, put all your trust in the King of
France."^' This last point was of major political importance. In March
1699 James II had added a codidl to his will containing a special
request that Louis XIV should become, in agreement with the Queen
Mother, the guardian and protector of his son.'"* Louis XIY accepted
this responsibility, in deciding to recognize James III as King of
England after the death of his father, but (according to the testimony
of James III himselQ, "he spoke...to the young King, and promised
him that he would always defend him so long as he remained faithful
to the (Catholic) reUigion, but that he would become his declared
enemy if he failed to do so."^^ James II had brought up his son to be
a tolerant king, but he had also virtually obliged him to be a Catholic
king.
Because a Jacobite restoration never took place and James III
never regained his inheritance, it is obvious that we cannot know if he
would have governed England according to the advice that he received
from his father and guardian. But the reflections of James II do help us
to understand why James III insisted on remaining a Catholic and
resisted the great temptation he faced to secure his restoration by a
timely conversion to Anglicanism. The permanent exile of the Stuarts
was a logical consequence of the advice he received from his father.
There is no longer any doubt thatJames II was completely sincere
when he attempted to introduce religious toleration and political
equality in England for Catholics and Dissenters, even though this was
always denied by Whigs and Whig historians. On these grounds alone
he ought to be given more sympathetic treatment by modern histori
ans. While he was in exile he maintained his commitment to toleration
and insisted on bringing up his son with the same attitude. Indeed, the
young James III was surrounded at Saint-Germain by both Protestants

" See note 7, Perth to the Abbe de la Trappe, September 11,1701,216 (my translation). See also
Perth to Wallace, September 5,1701, cit. By Bruno Neveu in"A Contribution to an inventory of
Jacobite sources," in Eveline Cruickshanks (ed.), Utology and Con^ag: Aspects of Jacabitism,
1689-1759 ipdinbur^, 1982), 157: "He did now exhort the P. to obey God and the Q., to
depend upon the K. of R, to live an dye a good Catholic, cost what it wold and to be a good
man."
" Corp, "Inventory," 133; Corp et Sanson, Cour des Stuarts, 144-45.
" Neveu, "Contribution,"143 (my translation).
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and Catholics in an atmosphere of toleration'®—a remarkable fact
when it is remembered that toleration for Protestants had been
formally ended in France as recently as 1685.
The reflections ofjames II on kingship also reveal to us that after
1693 there was relatively little to choose between the Jacobites and the
partisans of the Revolution of 1688, other than this continued hope of
James II and his son that they might achieve toleration. The exiled
Stuarts were willing to accept and guarantee exactly the same as the
revolutionaries: the maintenance of the privileges of the Anglican
Church and of parliament, and the confirmation if necessary of aU the
constitutional articles of the Bill of Rights. The only valid reason for
preventing a Jacobite restoration was thus the prevailing anti-Catholic
feeling in England at the turn of the eighteenth century, which
persuaded people that no Catholic could really believe in toleration.
The reflections ofjames II make it perfectly clear that in his case they
were completely wrong.

" Edward Corp, '^James 11 and Toleration: The Years in Exile at Saint-Germain-en-Laye,"
Stuart Papers LI (London, 1997): 1-24.

